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Introduction

ELLEN BIALYSTOK

The study of the cognitive and linguistic achievements of bilingual children
has recently become a respectable, even popular, area of inquiry in psy-
chology and education. The issue is not new, but its history as a serious
topic of research is somewhat speckled. Researchers have indulged in specu-
lation for some time about the consequences of bilingualism for children’s
cognitive development, school achievement, linguistic processing, and
metalinguistic abilities, but clear theoretical connections based on sound
empirical data have been rare.

One factor that has made the problem so difficult to study is the enormous
diversity that accompanies children’s bilingualism. Consider, for example,
some of the conditions under which children can become bilingual. Children
can learn both languages simultaneously in the home; the second language
can be learned through submersion in a foreign culture (and here the relative
status of the first and second language becomes critical in determining
outcomes); or the second language can be learned through immersion
or foreign-language classrooms with the majority-language environment.
These differences undermine most attempts to identify precise conditions
for second-language acquisition, the psychological factors that accompany
bilingualism, and the implication of bilingualism for academic and other
achievements. Where research has been attempted, the enterprise has often
been rendered uninterpretable by the failure to account for, and sometimes
even to acknowledge, the critical differences among these situations.

Much of the early research in bilingualism was motivated by educa-
tional needs and policy but biased by particular prejudices against bi-
lingualism (and possibly against immigrants in general). About thirty years
ago, for example, the general wisdom held that bilingualism was a dis-
order that could be corrected through ruthless instruction in a standard
majority language, pushing out of the inflicted child all traces of the invading
language. This remedy was imposed despite the fact that the unwanted
language was often the language of the child’s home, heritage, and tradition.
But the evidence was clear: immigrant children in North American schools
were less successful academically than were their monolingual peers, and
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the only explanation that entered the imaginations of those researchers
was that bilingualism was to blame. It came as a surprise, therefore, when
anglophone Canadian children in the early 1970s who had been sentenced
to French immersion programs and educated entirely or partially through
the medium of French did not display this bilingual pathology. Clearly,
bilingualism, per se, was not the culprit.

There were, of course, some notable exceptions to this early style, such
as Leopold’s (1939-1949) seminal study of his daughter learning two
languages, but these were rare. Most of the details we have about second-
language acquisition and the use of two languages in specific contexts,
especially educational contexts, come from research paradigms developed
in the 1970s. This research marked a departure from the earlier psycho-
metric studies in that it took bilingualism as a phenomenon worthy of scien-
tific interest in its own right and not simply as an educational complication.
But like the attitudes that shaped educational policy towards bilingualism
in the earlier studies, the research has been characterized by great and
sometimes sudden shifts of attention between models that are in some
cases antithetical to each other.

Three main research approaches were initiated during the 1970s that
were responsible for a proliferation of studies that had consequences for
understanding language processing by bilingual children. These correspond
roughly to linguistic, sociolinguistic, and psycholinguistic perspectives on
language. Educational concerns remained relevant, but educational impli-
cations were more likely inferred from research undertaken in these other
traditions. Although there was considerable work in evaluation studies,
such as Canadian French Immersion and American Bilingual Education
of various types, for example, these studies were in some ways parasitic
on the more basic research that was setting norms of achievement for chil-
dren learning a second language against which the results of those programs
could be compared. Another important research orientation undertaken
during that time was the neurolinguistic perspective, but that approach
will not be dealt with in the present volume. It is interesting to note, none-
theless, that it was on the basis of a (possibly false) neurolinguistic argument
concerning a ‘‘critical period” for second-language acquisition that the
Canadian French Immersion programs found their strongest validation and
subsequently rallied their greatest support (but see Johnson & Newport,
1989, for a revitalization of the critical-period view).

The majority of the research relevant to investigations of bilingualism
is that focused on the linguistic. or more precisely, applied linguistic per-
spective. The principal issue is the linguistic documentation of the course
of second-language acquisition. Each linguistic description, however,
entails different psycholinguistic processes to support that model. The past
two decades have witnessed striking changes in the linguistic interpretation
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of second-language acquisition, and correspondingly, in the psychological
and educational implications that accompany each interpretation.

The prevailing view at the beginning of the 1970s was based on the linguis-
tic approach of ‘“‘contrastive analysis,” developed from Lado’s (1957) early
work and reported in Linguistics across cultures. On that view, a linguistic
comparison of two languages reveals the sources of potential difficulty for
the learner by identifying the aspects of the two languages that differ from
each other. The psycholinguistic basis of this interpretation was the claim
that language learners learned a second language by substituting target-
language forms and structures into what they already knew about their
first language. Hence, transfer was a complete explanation for second-
language learning. This view was abruptly replaced in the 1970s by a claim
called “creative construction,” a term coined by Dulay and Burt (1975).
On their view, there was no place for transfer. One learned a second lan-
guage by starting all over again using the same processes that had guided
first-language acquisition. It is only recently that a more balanced view
has emerged, in which the obvious role of transfer is acknowledged but
not offered as a complete explanation of second-language learning. A
linguistic explanation of second-language learning which has achieved cur-
rency recently is based on the Chomskian view of government and binding
(Chomsky, 1982). On this view, languages are learned by setting parameters
in the “Language Acquisition Device,” and second-language learning
involves the resetting of some parameters. Transfer is explained as the
influence of the parameter settings established for the first language on
the values necessary for the second.

The bulk of the empirical work undertaken in this linguistic tradition
documented the acquisition of specific linguistic features. The fourteen
English morphemes made famous by Roger Brown (1973) in his seminal
longitudinal study of three children in the early stages of learning English
(as a first language) achieved celebrated status. In addition, the journals
were full of detailed descriptions of how learners of a particular language
X mastered the Y (negation, question formation, pronominalization, past
tense, etc.) of language Z. Although some of this work continues to the
present, the legacy of the research of the 1970s is a meticulous body of
data documenting the course of second-language learning.

A second perspective for research in the 1970s was based on sociolinguis-
tic analyses of language learning and use. An important contribution of
this approach is that it documented and analyzed the eritical contextual
facts that distinguish one bilingual situation from another. Studies examin-
ing the social context of bilingualism led to such crucial distinctions as
high- versus low-status languages, additive versus subtractive bilingualism,
full versus partial control of language, and frequent versus infrequent use
of the language. All of these factors were shown to be instrumental in
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the second-language acquisition process. A strong version of the socio-
linguistic perspective led some to attribute the bulk of the explanation
of second-language learning to social factors. John Schumann (1978)
adopted this view and developed the acculturation model for second-
language acquisition in which he argued that social factors such as integra-
tion into the community and personal feelings of assimilation provide an
explanation of second-language learning.

A third type of research on bilingualism established in the 1970s was
addressed to the perennial problem of why some people learned a second
language more easily and more thoroughly than others. To this end, many
studies of the characteristics of good and poor language learners were under-
taken, assessing the role of such variables as aptitude, motivation, person-
ality style, form of instruction, and the like on the ultimate level of
proficiency achieved by the language learner. One particularly thorough
example of a study of this type was conducted by Naiman er al. (1978).
While no single profile of the “good language learner’” ever emerged, one
could no longer ignore such individual differences in making general state-
ments about second-language learning. If nothing else, second-language
learning was complex in ways that seemed irrelevant to first-language acqui-
sition, and the contribution of the research on that problem was at least
to identify some of the individual difference factors that conspired to pro-
duce that complexity.

These three perspectives constitute the research heritage for the study
of bilingual children. There are, however, two obvious incongruities
between the problems to which this research was addressed and the prob-
lems presented by the study of bilingual children. First is the problem
of age. Although some of the studies carried out since the 1970s which
contributed to the existing data base examined the second-language acqui-
sition of children, the vast majority were studies of adult second-language
learners. It is still an unsolved empirical question whether or not the course
of language acquisition is the same for conceptually immature children
as it is for adults. The most widespread commonsense belief about second-
language learning, namely that children are more successful than adults,
has been severely challenged with both theoretical and empirical arguments
(e.g. Snow & Hoefnagel-Hohle, 1978) although new evidence has begun
to emerge again in support of the critical-period view (Johnson & Newport,
1989). A correct description of the similarities and differences between
child and adult second-language acquisition is still pending.

Second is the problem of effect. What is the consequence of having
learned another language? What are the implications for the child’s cogni-
tive, linguistic, social, and educational experiences? It is primarily to this
second issue that the present volume is addressed.

Two recent changes in the field of language research have made the
direct and explicit study of the linguistic and cognitive development of
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bilingual children a timely issue. First is the *“legitimization” of second-
language studies into mainstream linguistic and psycholinguistic theorizing.
Second is the shift in emphasis in psycholinguistic research from product
descriptions to process models.

For a long time, there was a pervasive attitude among researchers study-
ing language acquisition that the main problem to be solved, the dominant
issue, was first-language acquisition. Second-language acquisition was per-
haps a variation on a theme, but of far less interest and relevance than
the child’s acquisition of a first language. That view, in the context of
the times, may have been correct. It may be that no serious attention
could be paid to something that was considered as a twist on a theme
when the theme itself remained such a mystery. But we now know a great
deal about first-language acquisition, and the insight that is occurring to
some researchers is that we could know a great deal more if we included
information about second-language learning into our theorizing. An in-
teresting development in this regard is the completion model of language
processing developed by Elizabeth Bates and Brian MacWhinney (e.g. Mac-
Whinney, 1987). By taking seriously data about the way in which adults
process a second language, they have developed a model which they offer
as a valid description of language processing in general. In this way, research
with second-language learners has contributed to an advance in mainstream
psycholinguistic theorizing. Such developments enhance the status of
studies of bilingual speakers.

The second change is that research in children’s cognitive and linguistic
development has shifted from product descriptions of their accomplish-
ments to process analyses of the causes of development. It is only about
twenty-five years since psychology shed the shackles of behaviorism and
allowed researchers to indulge in speculations and theories that included
constructs such as “mind.” In some current models, for example those
of Robbie Case (1985), Robert Sternberg (1984), and Robert Siegler (1984),
processing is attributed to hierarchically related “schemes” that the child
develops as a function of specific experiences. Throughout development,
the schemes continually become elaborated and restructured. These
schemes, then, have the responsibility for guiding and determining the
child’s performance on specific tasks. Some of these models attribute excess-
ive autonomy to such schemes (Sternberg may be a case in point) and
leaves much of the important work in the hands (or mind) of some hypo-
thetical homunculus. The important point, however, is that children’s ex-
periences determine critical aspects of their cognitive organization, and
that organization is instrumental in influencing the kinds of intellectual
achievements that children can attain. In these terms, it is not implausible
that bilingualism is an experience that has major consequences for children’s
intellectual development.
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In recent years, a growing body of literature has emerged in which pro-
cess-oriented analyses of these types are applied to specific problems in
children’s linguistic development. An important part of this interest are
the studies of children as they develop the ability to deal with complex
uses of language, in particular the literacy skills of reading and writing.
These skills have been shown to depend on specific types of language pro-
cessing and the availability of a set of metalinguistic insights. Skilled readers,
for example, are different from less skilled readers because they have more
efficient executive schemes for processing language and they have a more
elaborated understanding of language structure. The origins of early reading
have been traced to types of language processing in which children can
pay attention to such features of language as rhyme, alliteration, and para-
phrase. Writing, too, is a complex process involving attention to specific
linguistic features and integration of those features into a higher-order plan
or scheme. More recently, considerable attention has been devoted to un-
covering the metalinguistic skills developed by children in the early years,
and the ways in which those skills interact with the child’s progress in
learning to read and write. In all these models, the accomplishments of
reading and writing that had formerly been investigated as product descrip-
tions (e.g. what the stages are in learning to read, what features of text
make learning to read easier, what errors children make in early reading
and writing) are recast as issues requiring explanation. These process
models are invariably integrative, incorporating many aspects of children’s
competence. The contribution that the child’s bilingualism might make
to such linguistic processes has barely been investigated.

Some research explicitly addressed to the influence that bilingualism
might have on cognitive and linguistic development has in fact been under-
taken throughout the decades. The early studies in the 1950s and 1960s
which argued for cognitive deficit to be the consequence of bilingualism
can be largely dismissed on methodological grounds. (An excellent review
of these studies is presented by Kenji Hakuta (1986) in Mirror of language.)
In contrast, a number of studies in the 1970s linked certain cognitive and
linguistic advantages to bilingualism. Many of these studies, however,
seemed to be overenthusiastic in their effort to identify positive effects
for bilingualism, in spite of the fact that results were sometimes equivocal
and sometimes even negative. But the optimism was a necessary political
tool: only forceful argument and convincing data could dethrone the pre-
dominant view of bilingualism as a liability.

The current theoretical and political ethos permits a sober and balanced
examination of the influence of bilingualism on children’s development.
Theoretically, the models and research paradigms from which we study
children’s development are now sufficiently sophisticated that the complex
and elusive issues involved in children’s bilingualism may be addressed.
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Politically, it seems less necessary to “prove” the acceptability of bi-
lingualism for children. We are free, that is, to discover that being bilingual
may in fact bring no special cognitive or linguistic benefit to children, and
that finding will not threaten the existence of children in our educational
system who happen to be bilingual.

The chapters in this volume report research in this new tradition which
examines basic processes in language acquisition and use for children who
are bilingual. The ultimate aim is to develop a cognitive description for
the acquisition and mastery of a second language, and to determine implica-
tions of becoming bilingual on children’s language processing and language
awareness. The relevant questions are whether or not bilingualism affects
the way in which children process language and the insights which they
subsequently derive about the structure of language. Basic questions such
as the relation between first- and second-language acquisition have long
been entertained, but only within these recent process models can they
be properly addressed. How is the second language acquired? What role
is given to the child’s first language during that process? And how are
the child’s cognitive and linguistic resources modified (or not) as a result
of having mastered two linguistic systems?

The focus throughout is on the child’s cognitive resources and their role
in the child’s development of specific types of intentional language-process-
ing. In all cases, too, the contextual factors that define the bilingual situation
are addressed. It is our belief that intensive study of the cognitive and
linguistic development of bilingual children is essential, not only because
of our obligation to understand the language development of those children
who are bilingual, but also because of the incredibly rich source of knowl-
edge gained from this understanding that we can apply to our study of
first-language acquisition and cognitive development.

The volume begins with a linguistic description of language processing
that can accommodate processing in two languages. This chapter, by Shar-
wood Smith, sets out a clear statement of the linguistic resources recruited
in ordinary language use (such as conversation) and points out how those
resources might be organized for bilingual speakers (since his focus is not
exclusively on children). The second chapter by Watson examines one
aspect of linguistic competence, phonological ability, and reports empirical
evidence for the course of the phonological development of bilingual chil-
dren. These data are used to evaluate alternative models of phonological
processing. The third chapter addresses acquisition. Wong Fillmore bases
her discussion of the acquisition of a second language by young children
on the incredibly rich longitudinal data base she and her colleagues have
collected studying the language acquisition of immigrant children. She
presents a model for acquisition that has three components - social,
linguistic, and cognitive — and demonstrates the essential role each plays
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in a description of language acquisition. In the fourth chapter, Cummins
applies one of the distinctions made by Wong Fillmore concerning the
difference between individual and environmental sources of influence in
acquiring language proficiency to the problem of how the first language
influences the development of proficiency in the second language. He adds
a further distinction between contextualized and decontextualized uses of
language and demonstrates that the greatest influence is for decontex-
tualized school-related uses of language. Snow, Cancino, De Temple, and
Schley pursue this distinction in their investigation of the ability of bilingual
and monolingual children to provide definitions, an important linguistic
task that is quintessentially a ‘“‘school problem.™ Substantiating Cummins’
claims, children perform comparably on this task in both their first and
second languages. Bilingualism seems not to influence performance. Other
kinds of language tasks do, however, show variation in performance as
a function of bilingualism. These are reviewed in the sixth chapter by Bialys-
tok. Malakoff and Hakuta are interested in the problem of translation,
clearly a linguistic task available only to children who are bilingual. They
ask how children do translations and what that ability reveals about their
linguistic organization and processing. Diaz and Klingler, in the eighth
chapter, readdress the old problem of the effect of bilingualism on intelli-
gence. They demonstrate that more precision in the description of the
child’s bilingualism is necessary to make much progress with this question.
They also bring a new perspective to the issue by interpreting the question
from a Vygotskian viewpoint. An attempt to provide some explanatory
constructs for these effects of bilingualism on cognitive growth is proposed
by Johnson in the ninth chapter. A final chapter by Bialystok and Cummins
summarizes the main findings concerning the language processing and
language awareness of bilingual children and assesses the contribution of
the last decade of research.

Three themes run through these papers. First, most of the papers include
reports of original research, but the emphasis in each case is on the larger
issues of language processing that are relevant for bilingual children. Thus
the data are used to support the more general enterprise of theory building.
Second, the linguistic process or accomplishment examined in each case
is in the domain of what one might call “intentional language use.” These
are the aspects of language that impact most directly on cognition — using
language in the service of specific goals, as in reading or understanding
metaphors, reflecting on language as a structured body of knowledge, as
in developing linguistic awareness, and manipulating language to achieve
specific ends, as in writing and translating. Third, the approach in all cases
is on processing. The tacit assumption is that we are beyond the stage
of inquiry in the field in which product descriptions will advance our knowl-
edge. Further progress depends on understanding how the system works,
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how it changes, and how it adapts. These questions can only be answered
by examining mental processes.
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